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The history and strength of UCAN’s multifaceted
diversity, equity and inclusion program was tested
during the start and height of the COVID-19 pandemic,
but by all measures our DEI efforts not only withstood
the unprecedented impact of the pandemic but created
new opportunities, forged new partnerships and
generated new accomplishments.

UCAN’s nine-tiered internal-external DEI model is a
robust cornerstone in how we serve our participants;
how we support our dedicated staff; and how we
engage our funders, suppliers, community and nonprofit
peers. That fact served as a base during the ongoing
pandemic as we pivoted into the virtual world to
continue connecting with the communities we are
committed to serving as a pillar and partner.

In the face of the social injustice and continued
economic instability that has disproportionately harmed  
underserved communities during the pandemic, our DEI
lens remains a critical component in UCAN’s operational
DNA and culture. Despite the political unrest that also
roiled Chicago and the nation during the pandemic and
dating back to early 2020, we remained committed to
expanding our DEI footprint in new and novel ways.

We are proud of and motivated by the DEI
accomplishments highlighted in this report and
encourage you to join us on a journey to level the
playing field, eliminate barriers, create new and different
opportunities and engage your staff, customers and
participants in respectful, culturally relevant ways that
uplift individuals and communities to see and unlock
the power of their potential.

Markell Bridges                                    Christa Hamilton
Chair, Governing Board                       President & CEO
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As one of nine tiers of our Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion strategy dating back to 2005, Employee
Resource Groups (ERGs) at UCAN are 100% employee-inspired, led, and implemented. Our ERGs
have evolved to develop the next wave of diversity and program leaders at UCAN. 

As a mechanism for employee engagement, ERGs create the platform for employee leadership
development, interdepartmental collaboration, and behavior change. They are voluntary,
employee-led groups who join together in the workplace based on shared characteristics and
demographic factors such as gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, age or life experiences. As a
result of these efforts, 95% of respondents who attended ERG events attested DEI was relevant to
their work and 98% of attendees agreed events improve DEI competence. 

Our 11 ERGs continue to lead and navigate challenges in the midst of a continuing pandemic and
its indelible impact. For example, over 12 months, they facilitated nearly 15 virtual and in-person
Lunch and Learn meetings that captivated internal and external audiences with courageous
conversations.

“Sisterhood 180 is an opportunity for women to unite in a
non-judgmental zone, unapologetically being themselves.
This ERG has proven to be a positive support to all
involved. Sisterhood 180 thrives on identifying ways to
reach out to, engage and educate the masses on topics
of the here and now. If you allow yourself to connect to all
the gifts in this group, you grow and enhance skills.” 

Chermeeka Meeks, Sisterhood 180 Member

“Being a part of AIC has led me to grow. We have a family support
environment, and we hold each other accountable and advocate for

others within the group. I have a sense of pride and honor to be a
part of this group. Without the support of AIC, I would not have had

the courage to advocate for myself the way I have done recently.
Having a place to come and be authentic and not be judged is a

rare thing to happen in the workplace.” 
 

Jason Daniels, Alumni Involvement Council Member
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Each ERG is supported by an Executive Sponsor, who is a member of UCAN's Senior
Leadership Team. The sponsor is not an honorary figurehead, but plays a critical role
in the success of the ERG and should be prepared to take an active role in the ERG. 
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UCAN has been recognized nationally and included in ACAF's 2021 Change-Makers, the Human Rights
Campaign Foundation’s third annual report highlighting 119 child welfare agencies across the country.
Those agencies have worked with the HRC Foundation’s All Children - All Families program to improve
the services they provide to the LGBTQ+ community, including children in foster care, 1 in 3 of whom are
LGBTQ+, and prospective foster and adoptive parents. The agencies serve more than one million clients
annually in 35 states and employ more than 24,000 employees.  

UCAN conducted an internal self-assessment, provided professional development to staff, and
implemented ACAF’s “Benchmarks of LGBTQ Inclusion,” which track policy and practice changes within
agencies. The 2021 Change-Makers report features three “Tiers of Recognition,” which celebrate the
progress agencies have made toward becoming fully welcoming to their 
LGBTQ+ clients.  

For the first time in UCAN's 152-year history, the
agency proudly earned the Building Foundation
for Inclusion Tier of Recognition for 2021 as a
part of pursuing accreditation from the Human
Rights Campaign's All Children – All Families
(ACAF) initiative. This important achievement
supports the agency's organizational change.  

"I am incredibly proud of the work our program leaders, Pride Alliance employee
resource group, and direct service staff have done to achieve this recognition.

We have worked to update our procedures and practices to reflect best
practices in supporting LGBTQ+ youth and families in the child welfare system.
Our staff supporting these youth and families in the child welfare system have

the training they need to help youth and caregivers within the LGBTQ+
community feel welcomed and supported at UCAN." 

Alison Wagner, Director of Quality Improvement 
 

“Achieving the All Children-All Families accreditation was an organization-wide
effort to roll out the welcome mat for the LGBTQ+ youth and families we serve.
Raising awareness about ACAF internally, developing ACAF ambassadors, and
strategic planning led us to achieving this accreditation for the first time in UCAN’s
history. To lead with enthusiasm, compassion and strategy, coupled with support
from leadership and staff, we made history.” 

Bianca Cotton, Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Coordinator
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A group of white UCAN employees read and
discussed the book “Me and White
Supremacy” by Layla Saad, which educates
readers on all facets of white supremacy
and how people with white privilege benefit
from the pain and suffering of Black,
indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC).
 
The book serves as a guide with a format
for group discussion and daily journal
prompts. The first cohort, which supported
one another through this self-reflective
experience, met weekly from May 2020 -
March 2021 and discussed a topic indicated
in the book.  

The study group will help UCAN’s white
leaders learn how to talk about race among
their peers and with their teams to
formulate plans for eradicating racism and
racist practices. The group helps individuals
and the organization develop insight and
skills for dismantling white supremacy by
addressing such important topics as white
privilege, white fragility, tone policing, white
silence, color blindness, anti-blackness,
racist stereotypes and cultural
appropriation. Other topics include white
apathy, tokenism, optical allyship and white
feminism.
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“This group held me accountable so I could do the work
required by the book “Me and White Supremacy.” Layla
Saad held a mirror up to me so I could face my role in

white supremacy. I keep returning to the challenges she
poses in the book and try to incorporate them in my

professional and personal life.” 
 

Deanna Pacelli, Therapist 

“The hope was for this to be an in-person event but due to the Delta
variant, we shifted virtually. Engagement is different remotely, those
who attended appeared really interested with a lot of activity in the
chat and questions that followed the session. I know I had multiple
staff members – some who I had not met otherwise – who wanted
to talk more with me about the event and the intention behind the
UCAN Talk About Racism group. There is never enough time and
there is always more work to do, and so I appreciate UCAN providing
an opportunity to reflect on our learning and also holding us
accountable to see it continue.” 

Christopher Rapisarda, Director of Violence Intervention and
Prevention Services

“I enjoyed my time spent learning and growing with other UCAN
employees. I will admit at first I was skeptical as to what this group could

accomplish but understood over time the value that the group was
bringing to me both personally and professionally. Issues of race and

inequalities in this country are deep and can also be very divisive. It was
great to have some difficult conversations with the confidence that my

opinion mattered and would be respected.”  
 

Laura Angelucci, Chief of Staff
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UCAN’s Diversity Advisory Board provides counsel to the agency’s Governing Board and its
subsidiary committees to fulfill UCAN’s DEI initiatives; advocates for institutional diversity and
equity; challenges practices that hinder the fulfillment of our DEI goals; and supports
innovations that stimulate and advance the fulfillment of UCAN’s DEI strategies.
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UCAN’s Diversity Advisory Board provides counsel to the agency’s
Governing Board and its subsidiary committees to fulfill UCAN’s
DEI initiatives; advocates for institutional diversity and equity;

challenges practices that hinder the fulfillment of our DEI goals;
and supports innovations that stimulate and advance the

fulfillment of UCAN’s DEI strategies.
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“As soon as I learned of UCAN’s DEI approach, I was impressed with
its breadth – not only seeking to diversify staff (which is usually the
first effort), the board (the second usual effort), but also to consider
the vendors/suppliers, and overall culture of the organization. UCAN

demonstrated commitment for the long haul, not just a ‘check off
the box’ effort that might be slowly phased out with changes in

leadership or when any challenges arose. UCAN continues on that
journey and the staff, board, young people who are served as well

as the larger community are all better off as a result.” 
 

Pier Camille Rogers, Ph.D., Director, 
Axelson Center for Nonprofit Management

“As a non-profit serving underserved communities, one
could argue UCAN is already addressing the issues of
diversity, equity and inclusion. But at UCAN we think
differently.  We recognize in order to best serve the
community, we need to ensure the diversity, equity and
inclusion are embedded into all that we do from selecting
Board members to the design of our service offerings.”

Cedric D. Thurman Vice Chair, UCAN Governing Board

“After over nine years of working for UCAN, they supported my
decision to leave and start my own business! Not only did UCAN

support my decision, but they allowed me to do contract work
with them. So after nine years of working for UCAN and 17 years

of servicing the cleaning of UCAN buildings, MAAM Cleaning
Service is truly grateful for all UCAN does!”

 
Mario Brown, Owner MAAM Cleaning Service & UCAN Contractor 
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In FY21, UCAN continued to model a consistent, compassionate and comprehensive approach to
community engagement. The perils of the pandemic continued to limit the number of large
gatherings but UCAN managed safely to host more than 19 community outreach events that
positively impacted various sectors of stakeholders.  

UCAN’s approach to community is to engage, educate and empower key stakeholders in the
spirit of community vitality. Our North Lawndale campus has been a key part of UCAN showing
up as a gracious and hospitable host to various groups, special events and activities. 

For example, UCAN hosted a vibrant and festive Juneteenth event for residents in the greater
Chicagoland area. More than 150 people attended and experienced an amazing display of
cultural solidarity through the arts by Muntu Dance Company, Xyotchil Aztec Dance Troupe and
Tatsu Teino Japanese drum corps. Ald. Michael Scott Jr. (24th) addressed the importance of
healthy families and community revitalization. The day was closed out by a South Side-West
Side youth basketball game to promote peace and well-being. Illinois Rep. Lakeshia Collins 
(9th Dist.) served as a celebrity judge for an exciting slam dunk contest. The warmth of the day
was fed by the smiles and laughter of the youth who participated in a full day of events.  

UCAN hosted other highly successful events, including at Gallery Guichard in the Bronzeville
community, presented in partnership with the Jazz Institute of Chicago and where more than 75
attendees were entertained by live music and exquisite works of art.  

In addition, special events at The Wood Shop in the Park Manor neighborhood and the Gerald
Griffin Gallery in the Chatham neighborhood on the South Side allowed UCAN to bring the
community to the forefront. This culmination of events attracted audiences that represented
the corporate, philanthropic, government and nonprofit sectors.  



UCAN delivered another successful year of informative
virtual offerings for internal and external audiences far
and wide.

The drive to build out thought provoking and informative
webinars has positioned UCAN as a tenured leader in the
field of diversity, equity and inclusion.  

Individually and collectively, our employee-led ERGs
hosted training sessions and webinars on "The Color of
Emotional Intelligence," "Transracial Adoption & Fostering,"
"I'm All Ears" and the inspirational "Where Are They Now?"
webinars. 

Through these efforts UCAN reached over 8,000 individuals
with our virtual events and gained nearly 5,000 social
media impressions.

DEI Event Speaker Series
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In 2003, UCAN operated with a relatively singular focus on
how society and its systems impacted the organization’s
cultural diversity teaching and services for youth and
communities. By and large, UCAN did not emphasize equity
and inclusion but focused on helping clients navigate
society’s racial landscape. The Diversity, Equity and Inclusion
Committee was born from this effort.

The DEI Committee contributed to a new emphasis on
improving the collection, tracking and analysis of data.
Currently, the committee advances the internal strategic
direction of UCAN’s DEI initiatives and assists in establishing
direction for client programming with annual goals. The
committee focuses on projects impacting employee
engagement such as updating UCAN’s New Employee
Orientation and Culture of Inclusion training sessions, and
advises on anti-racism best practices. 

The DEI Committee shines a light on UCAN’s responsibility to
challenge and address inequities and discrimination of all
types. Other areas of emphasis ensuring that clients and
staff are provided with experiences to learn and participate
in their cultural heritages, as well as other heritages, and
creating an  inclusive workplace.

Facilitating CEO symposia
Achieving All Children-All
Families Accreditation
Engaging at internal and
external DEI and community-
related events
Supporting the UCAN Talk
About Racism cohort, a group
of UCAN’s white leaders who
are learning how to talk about
race among their peers and
with their teams
Actively engaging in virtual DEI
lunch-and-learn meetings

Over the past fiscal year, the DEI
Committee led the agency in
achieving nearly 70% of our FY21
DEI goals, including:

Even through the transitions that occur when working in the
nonprofit arena, the need for DEI was always at the forefront. My
personal journey with DEI has allowed me to question everything,
which has included the origin of words that … are harmful, belittling
and lies toward people of color and other nondominant groups.
The questioning has led to honest, in-depth conversations with
family and friends. My yearning for actual facts and not the
whitewashed versions has increased my knowledge through
reading, listening and being more grounded in my innate truths.” 

Andrea Rochelle Taylor, Permanency Specialist
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As I reflect on the FY21 program year I am heartened that
UCAN facilitated another successful year of DEI initiatives. 

Through a host of internal and external challenges, UCAN
staff managed, leveraged, and led impactful programs to
advance our nine-tier programming. Additionally, I’m
encouraged to see our intentionality to center racial and
business equity in the majority of what we say and do.

As the lead DEI practitioner, I’d be remiss to not mention
the nuances, complexity, and difficulty of many aspects of
DEI in the workplace. Fortunately, our DEI Coordinator
Bianca Cotton has strategically ensured UCAN
collaborates, coordinates, and communicates what DEI
brings to our clientele and community.  

I’m excited about the future advancement of DEI and racial
equity throughout the nonprofit sector. UCAN will continue
to convene, connect and challenge nonprofit leadership to
be the equity focused leaders needed as the next normal
manifests.  

Claude Robinson
Executive Vice President, External Affairs and Diversity,
UCAN

"I’m excited about the
future advancement of

DEI and racial equity
throughout the

nonprofit sector."
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"Two years after his
passing, the legacy of
Donald Stewart lives

on. In March, The
Chicago Community

Trust and African
American Legacy

awarded their second
Donald Stewart

Fellowship to Claude
Robinson, executive

vice president of
external affairs and
diversity at UCAN."

 
The Chicago

Community Trust
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